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did not use the opportunity to include some lesser-known portraits such as those of Petzval,
Johann August Grunert, Johann Benedikt Listing, or Ludwig Christian Wiener, repeatedly
mentioned in the text.
Nonetheless the book gives a very valuable account of a hitherto neglected chapter of the
history of mathematics and can be warmly recommended.
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“Our mathematicians must go further still. They must form international unions and I
trust that this present World’s Congress at Chicago will be a step in that direction” [1, 615].
Thus proclaimed Felix Klein in a keynote address at the Chicago congress in 1893. It was a
rallying cry to mathematicians who, compared to other groups in the scientific community,
had been slow in their efforts to engage in formalised international activity.1 Although Klein
gave no indication of what he actually meant by “international unions,” the following year
saw progress on two fronts. In Germany, Georg Cantor was actively gathering support for
an international congress—he had apparently been thinking about the idea for the previous
5 years [2, 339]—and in France, Charles Laisant and Emile Lemoine were hard at work
promoting the same idea. In 1897 their collective efforts bore fruit. The first International
Congress of Mathematicians (ICM) was held, and the organisers, mindful of the national
rivalry between France and Germany, chose Zurich as the venue.
It is now over 100 years since Klein’s visit to Chicago, and the centenary of his visit and
the more recent centenary of the ICM have awakened interest in the history of mathematical
congresses and the history of mathematical internationalisation in general.2 But bound up in
the history of the ICM is the history of another organisation, the International Mathematical
Union (IMU), whose past, unlike that of the congresses, has been rather overlooked. It is
this deficiency that Olli Lehto in his book has set out to correct.
As noted by Lehto, the great achievement of the 1897 congress was, as the organisers
had hoped, that the ICMs became a permanent institution. After Zurich they were held on a
1 For example, the First International Electrical Congress was held in Paris in 1881.
2 See, for example, Karen H. V. Parshall and Dave E. Rowe, Embedded in the Culture: Mathematics at the
World’s Columbian Exhibition of 1893, The Mathematical Intelligencer 15 (1993), 40–45; June Barrow-Green,
International Congresses of Mathematicians from Zurich 1897 to Cambridge 1912, The Mathematical Intelligencer
16 (1994), 38–41. A volume will appear in due course drawn from a conference held at the University of Virginia,
May 27–29, 1999, Mathematics Unbound. The Evolution of an International Mathematical Community 1800–1945.
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regular basis and with well-defined rules. The second ICM was held in Paris in 1900, with
Heidelberg; Rome; and Cambridge, England, following at 4-yearly intervals, each congress
playing host to a greater number of delegates than the one before. The congress in Paris
provided the occasion for one of most talked-about events in 20th-century mathematics:
David Hilbert’s celebrated address on the problems of mathematics. The 1916 congress,
due to be held in Stockholm, was lost to the First World War, and when the ICM resumed
in 1920 it did so in very different circumstances.
At the end of the war the need for an umbrella organisation to oversee international coop-
eration within the scientific community led to the formation of the International Research
Council (IRC). Included in the IRC’s remit was the task of initiating “the formation of
international associations or unions that are deemed to be useful to the progress of science”
(p. 20). As Lehto describes, the idea of forming the IMU was first formally broached at
the 1919 Constitutive Assembly of the IRC held in Brussels, and it was there also that
the controversial decision was taken to hold the 1920 ICM in France (Strasbourg) rather
than keeping with the previous choice of Stockholm. The policy of the IRC specifically
excluded the defeated Germanic powers, and this policy of exclusion, which was in full
force at Strasbourg, was officially passed on to the IMU upon its foundation during the
ICM. And since the statutes of the IMU provided for the organisation of future international
congresses, the policy was set to continue for future ICMs.
The hostility towards Germany was led by France, with two of its most forceful advocates
for exclusion being Emile Picard, the president of the IRC, honorary president of the IMU,
and permanent secretary of the French Academy of Sciences, and Gabriel Koenigs, the
secretary general of the IMU. The positions of Great Britain and the United States were
not altogether clear cut. Great Britain, although initially officially supporting the exclusion,
was from the outset home to vociferous objections to the IMU’s position, not least those
from G. H. Hardy. Hardy, who was not unfamiliar with political campaigning—he had been
unwavering in his support for Bertrand Russell’s pacifist stance during the war—did all that
he could to promote reconciliation between France and Germany. The United States, which
had had no representatives at the IRC meeting in Brussels and had not been consulted about
the decision to hold the congress in Strasbourg, while not going so far as to register an
official protest, harboured feelings of resentment against the restrictions. Several members
of the American Mathematical Society fought hard against the policy, and in 1921 the society
effectively declared its position by explicitly announcing that German mathematicians were
eligible for foreign membership. Scandinavia also harboured dissenters, the most visible of
whom was the Swedish mathematician, Go¨sta Mittag-Leffler, who, as founding editor of
the journal Acta Mathematica, had long adopted the role of mediator between France and
Germany. Furthermore, having orchestrated Stockholm’s bid for the 1916 ICM, Mittag-
Leffler was especially aggrieved by the Strasbourg decision, and he never recognised the
1920 ICM as an international event.
The exclusion policy held sway for the 1924 ICM, although its enforcement, together
with American unhappiness at the policy, meant that the congress had to take place in
Toronto rather than, as had been originally planned, New York. But the situation was very
different at Bologna in 1928. Salvatore Pincherle, who was president of the IMU from 1924
to 1928 and president of the Bologna ICM, operating with the full support of his Italian
colleagues, had no hesitation in opening the congress to all, thus publicly severing the link
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between the IMU and the congresses. And the Italians were not alone in their views. Great
Britain and the United States, and other countries, too, had made it plain that they would
not attend the ICM if discrimination prevailed. Nevertheless, the internal wrangling of the
IMU concerning the policy continued, and Pincherle retired from the presidency midway
through his term. Koenigs in particular remained entrenched in his views, and as time
wore on the IMU’s position became increasingly untenable. Despite the strenuous efforts
of its president, William Henry Young, to save it, the IMU was eventually suspended in
1932. It was the end of a sorry chapter for the IMU. Lehto convincingly argues that it was
the introduction and increasing domination of politics (over mathematics) that proved the
union’s undoing.
Attempts were made to reestablish the IMU in 1933–1936 but they came to nothing—the
shadow of Nazism was already cast across Europe—and it was not until after the Second
World War that the new IMU was born. This time the impetus came from the United States,
which in 1950 played host to the first ICM after the war, and the leading figure behind
the move was Marshall Stone. Stone, who was unequivocally in favour of unrestricted
internationalism, became the first president of the new and liberated IMU in 1952.
Nevertheless, despite promoting and maintaining an unswervingly apolitical and purely
scientific image, the new IMU could not remain immune from the politics of the world
around it. The conflict between the People’s Republic of China and Taiwan meant that it
took almost 30 years for China to be persuaded to become a member. Countries behind the
iron curtain were cautious in their applications for membership—Poland joined in 1956,
with Russia and other eastern bloc countries joining in 1957—and it became an extremely
delicate task for the IMU to maintain mathematical cooperation in the face of the Cold War.
In the early 1960s, divided Germany caused further problems. And in December 1981,
declaration of martial law in Poland resulted in a year’s postponement of the proposed
1982 Warsaw ICM. The 1980s were further tested by the teething troubles of the African
Mathematical Union and other organisations in the emerging nations of Africa. It was
not only in the political arena that the IMU was faced with tricky negotiations, however.
The project to produce the World Directory of Mathematicians almost foundered through
a series of unforeseen problems, and a disagreement about the programme for the 1974
ICM in Vancouver resulted in a partial boycott by Russian mathematicians, with difficulties
persisting throughout the 1970s.
Lehto describes these events well, with careful attention to detail—both political and
mathematical—and he is well qualified to do so. He was secretary of the IMU for 7 years
and organiser of the 1978 Helsinki ICM. His meticulous combing of the archives has brought
to life a story that touches on a myriad of aspects of 20th-century mathematical endeavour,
from the formation of international commissions such as ICMI (International Commission
on Mathematical Instruction) to the awarding of the Fields Medals. Photographs of many
of the leading figures complement the text, and the book concludes with an appendix listing
the members and executive committees of the IMU and ICMI, and the winners of the Fields
Medals.
In the preface Lehto expresses the hope that his history “will improve understanding of the
important role the Union has played in the promotion of mathematics throughout the world”
(p. viii). Without doubt he has succeeded in his aim, and he has done so admirably. This
book will appeal to anyone concerned with the development of the modern mathematical
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community, and particularly to those who are, or who have been, part of that development.
It provides a useful and scholarly source of reference for the period and one that deserves
to be widely known.
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